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I. INTRODUCTION 
“Kia” was fifteen years old when she met her boyfriend. At sixteen 
years old, she found out she was pregnant, and her parents kicked her out 
as a result. Now, she is pregnant, homeless, and at just sixteen years old, 
highly vulnerable and not sure what to do next. 
 
Frederick Douglass once said, “It is easier to build strong children 
than to repair broken men.”
1
 Despite these insightful words, we are failing 
 
 † Michelle Basham has more than twenty years of nonprofit leadership advocating 
for homeless and high-risk youth. In 1993, she started “Avenues for Homeless Youth,” one 
of the first programs for homeless youth in Minnesota, and she currently serves as the Ex-
ecutive Director of the Bridge for Youth. She holds a master’s degree in public administra-
tion, in addition to a law degree, and serves as a part-time adjunct faculty member at 
Mitchell Hamline School of Law. 
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our youth. A 2004 study found that approximately 1.6 million youth in the 
United States experienced homelessness in the preceding twelve months.
2
 
In Minnesota, this translates to more than 6000 youth on any given night.
3
  
These young people are not homeless by choice, and they are not 
homeless with their families.
4
 The disparity between the need for and the 
number of youth services is stunning—Minnesota has fewer than 100 
emergency shelter beds statewide to respond to this need.
5
 Even more 
concerning, more than thirty-five percent, or 2000 of these youth, are 
pregnant or parenting.
6
 Yet only 100 shelter beds are available for these 
youth in the entire state, and many homeless youth cannot bring their 
children with them because of program restrictions in the shelter or facili-
ty.
7
 
For all of the child welfare, well-being, and public policy implications 
that arise from youth homelessness, the consequences and threats that 
arise with homeless teen parents are even more stark.
8
 This article ex-
 
 1. Marian Wright Edelman, The Cradle to Prison Pipeline: America’s New Apart-
heid, 15 HARV. J. AFR. AM. PUB. POL’Y 67, 67 (2009); Charles M. Blow, Fathers’ Sons and 
Brothers’ Keepers, N.Y. TIMES, Feb. 28, 2014, at A19. 
 2. NAT’L NETWORK FOR YOUTH, UNACCOMPANIED YOUTH FAST FACTS 1 (2018), 
https://www.nn4youth.org/wp-content/uploads/FactSheet_Unaccompanied_Youth.pdf 
[https://perma.cc/77K4-9SX2]. 
 3. WILDER RESEARCH, HOMELESSNESS IN MINNESOTA: YOUTH ON THEIR OWN 1 
(2017), https://www.wilder.org/sites/default/files/imports/2015_HomelessYouth_4-17.pdf  
[https://perma.cc/Z34J-GWDW]. 
 4. Some of the main factors leading to youth homelessness are fighting frequently 
with parents, being told to leave or getting locked out, not willing to live by parents’ rules, 
and neglect or parents not attending to basic needs. See id. at 13 tbl. 7 (discussing factors 
that lead to homelessness for unaccompanied youth).   
 5. KARE Staff, YMCA Connects Homeless Youth with a Home, KARE 11 NEWS 
(Nov. 22, 2018, 9:52 PM), https://www.kare11.com/article/news/ymca-connects-homeless-
youth-with-a-home/89-616973882 [https://perma.cc/KL36-ZK3A].  
 6. WILDER RESEARCH, supra note 3, at 24 (“About one-third (35%) of homeless 
youth are parents, and about one-quarter (26%) have at least one child with them.”).  
 7. See WILDER RESEARCH, HOMELESSNESS YOUTH: MINNESOTA STATEWIDE 
SURVEY DATA 10 (2015) http://mnhomeless.org/minnesota-homeless-study/detailed-data-
interviews/2015/StatewideMNyouth2015shelter_Tables139-162.pdf 
[https://perma.cc/G74S-X3RC]. 
 8. See, e.g., Terrence McCoy, Inside the Hidden World of Homeless Teen Moth-
ers, WASH. POST (Apr. 27, 2015), https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/inside-the-
hidden-world-of-homeless-teen-mothers/2015/04/24/15b479f8-e868-11e4-9767-
6276fc9b0ada_story.html?utm_term=.b6a6a318b1f9 [https://perma.cc/T5MH-L6ZJ] (“Ac-
ademics and advocates say homeless adolescent mothers are substantially more at risk of 
further pregnancies, sexual abuse, mental health issues and dropping out. The trauma they 
experience during these vulnerable years they carry into adulthood and the homeless fami-
ly service programs.”). 
2
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plores the history of youth homelessness in Minnesota, the system that has 
been cultivated in response, the growing number of homeless teen parents, 
and policy recommendations to better respond to this growing need. 
II. YOUTH HOMELESSNESS AND HOMELESS TEEN PARENTS 
A. Statutory Developments  
The problem of homeless, unaccompanied youth, defined as a youth 
experiencing homelessness while “not in the physical custody of a parent 
or guardian,”
9
 is not a new issue.
10
 Nonetheless, it was not until the 1960s 
that there began to be a growing recognition of the large number of home-
less, disconnected youth.
11
 By the early 1970s, there was a fledgling group 
of nonprofits across the country, including the Bridge for Youth in Minne-
sota, emerging in response to this growing need.
12
 From these organiza-
tions, early advocates fought for federal legislation to serve these youth.
13
   
In 1974, Congress passed the Runaway and Homeless Youth Act 
(“RHYA”).
14
 The RHYA was the first federal law specifically aimed at run-
away and homeless youth.
15
 The RHYA defines homeless youth
16
 and pro-
vides funding for three core service approaches: (1) basic center services 
(community-based programs that provide emergency housing for runaway 
youth with an emphasis on reunification); (2) transitional living programs 
 
 9. See IND. EDUC. FOR HOMELESS CHILDREN & YOUTH, UNACCOMPANIED YOUTH 
ELIGIBILITY FLOWCHART 2, http://www.doe.in.gov/sites/default/files/student-
services/unaccompanied-eligibility-flowchart-0417.pdf [https://perma.cc/2BEL-R88C]. 
 10. JAN MOORE, UNACCOMPANIED AND HOMELESS YOUTH REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
(1995–2005) 1 (2005), https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED489998.pdf 
[https://perma.cc/74DK-ZS6H] (“Homelessness among youth in the U.S. dates back as far 
as the country’s earliest history.”).  
 11. See Orion Isis Gray, Typologies of Homeless Youth, 1 ANTHÓS (1990–1996) 
113, 118 (1996). 
 12. See Our History, BRIDGE FOR YOUTH, https://www.bridgeforyouth.org/behind-
the-bridge/history [https://perma.cc/P2XR-PSUW]. 
 13. Prior to 1974, the federal government only provided limited services to homeless 
youth, mostly through local child welfare agencies and the juvenile justice system. See 
ADRIENNE L. FERNANDES-ALCANTARA, RUNAWAY AND HOMELESS YOUTH: 
DEMOGRAPHICS AND PROGRAMS 6 (2018).  
 14. FERNANDES-ALCANTARA, supra note 13, at 6. Since the passage of the RHYA, 
Congress and the President have expanded the programs available to youth under what is 
now referred to as the Runaway and Homeless Youth Program. Id.  
 15. Runaway and Homeless Youth Act, 34 U.S.C. §§ 11201–11281 (2012).  
 16. A homeless youth is defined as an individual who is less than twenty-one years of 
age, “for whom it is not possible to live in a safe environment with a relative,” and “who has 
no other safe alternative living arrangement.” See id. § 11279(3). 
3
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(community-based organizations providing transitional housing for up to 
eighteen months to homeless youth aged sixteen to twenty-two years old 
when family reunification is not possible); and (3) street outreach pro-
grams (community-based organizations that provide street outreach to 
runaway and homeless youth in order to connect them to emergency and 
longer-term services).
17
 
Following the RHYA, legislation on youth homelessness started to 
come to fruition.
18
 For example, the McKinney Vento Homeless Assis-
tance Act of 1987 (as amended) also provides protections for homeless 
youth.
19
 This Act ensures that homeless children and youth have equal, un-
interrupted access to education.
20
 Since the adoption of the McKinney Act, 
several states have adopted laws intended to protect and serve runaway 
and homeless youth.
21
 In Minnesota, the Homeless Youth Act was passed 
in 2006.
22
 In addition to defining homeless youth,
23
 the law outlines a ser-
vice response system and appropriates funding for community-based or-
ganizations serving homeless youth.
24
 Furthermore, with the help of coun-
ty, state, federal, and private funding, a number of programs have emerged 
in Minnesota to serve runaway and homeless youth, including emergency 
and transitional housing, rapid rehousing efforts, drop-in services, street 
outreach, and family reunification.
25
 
 
 17. See FERNANDES-ALCANTARA, supra note 13, at 11–16. 
 18. Id. at 6. 
 19. See id. at 19.  
 20. See 42 U.S.C. §§ 11431–11435 (2012); FERNANDES-ALCANTARA, supra note 13, 
at 19.  
 21. See, e.g., The Homeless Youth Act, MINN. STAT. § 256K.45 (2018); Governor 
Signs Homeless Youth Prevention and Protection Act, YOUTHCARE (May 8, 2015), 
https://youthcare.org/blog/governor-signs-homeless-youth-prevention-and-protection-act/ 
[https://perma.cc/R9Z3-LCGJ] (discussing the Homless Youth Prevention and Protection 
Act, signed by Governor Inslee of Washington, on April 24, 2015).  
 22. MINN. STAT. § 256K.45 (2018). 
 23. See id. § 256K.45, subdiv. 1a(c) (“‘Homeless youth’ means a person 24 years of 
age or younger who is unaccompanied by a parent or guardian and is without shelter where 
appropriate care and supervision are available, whose parent or legal guardian is unable or 
unwilling to provide shelter and care, or who lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime 
residence.”). 
 24. Id. § 256K.45, subdivs. 3–5 (setting forth the requirements to receive state fund-
ing for street and community outreach programs, emergency shelter programs, and sup-
portive housing and transitional living programs). 
 25. For example, YouthLink, a Minneapolis-based non-profit started in the 1970s, 
receives funding from federal grants, the state of Minnesota, Hennepin County, the United 
Way, individual contributions, corporate and non-profit contributions, foundation contri-
butions, and in-kind contributions. YOUTHLINK, REPORT TO THE COMMUNITY: 
YOUTHLINK HIGHLIGHTS 2017, at 22 (2018), http://www.youthlinkmn.org/wp-
4
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Despite these efforts, the number of homeless youth has continued 
to increase—as of 2015, over 6000 Minnesota youth experience homeless-
ness each night.
26
 Along with the overall increase in the number of youth 
experiencing homelessness, the number of homeless teen parents has also 
continued to rise steadily, despite the decreased rate of births to teen par-
ents aged fifteen to nineteen years in the non-homeless youth population.
27
 
In nearby Illinois, for example, the number of homeless youth aged twelve 
to twenty-one years who say they have been pregnant has more than dou-
bled, increasing from 33% to 68% in the last twenty years.
28
 According to 
one study, the pregnancy rate was 14% amongst homeless young people 
aged thirteen to fifteen years, compared to 1% amongst non-homeless 
young people in that same age group.
29
 
B. Impact of Homelessness on Parents and Children 
Parenting is challenging enough in the best of circumstances.
30
 Home-
less teen parents can be overwhelmed by the normal challenges of parent-
ing in addition to the unique challenges of parenting while young and 
homeless. Homeless teen parents are at high risk of exposing their chil-
dren to substances in utero, premature births, low birth rates, and child 
abuse or neglect due to their significant lack of knowledge regarding par-
enting.
31
 They also have limited access to critical supports, are more likely 
 
content/uploads/2018/04/YL_2017AR_FNL_LoRes.pdf [https://perma.cc/G85E-6CG9]; 
see also Cynthia Boyd, Minnesota Spending More to Help Homeless Youth, MINNPOST 
(Feb. 12, 2014), https://www.minnpost.com/community-sketchbook/2014/02/minnesota-
spending-more-help-homeless-youth [https://perma.cc/FK44-FFPQ] (describing increased 
state funding in Minnesota for programs serving homeless youth, such as YouthLink). 
 26. See, e.g., WILDER RESEARCH, supra note 3, at 1; WILDER RESEARCH, 
HOMELESSNESS IN MINNESOTA: FINDINGS FROM THE 2015 MINNESOTA HOMELESS STUDY 
10, 46 (2016), http://mnhomeless.org/minnesota-homeless-study/reports-and-fact-
sheets/2015/2015-homelessness-in-minnesota-11-16.pdf [https://perma.cc/5ZL4-HWYL]. 
 27. ADOLESCENT PREGNANCY PREVENTION PROGRAM, FAMILY AND YOUTH SERVS. 
BUREAU, NATIONWIDE EFFORTS TO END ADOLESCENT PREGNANCY, FACT SHEET (2016), 
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/fysb/nationwide_effort_20170217.pdf 
[https://perma.cc/AB73-HGDT]. 
 28. NAT’L NETWORK FOR YOUTH, Issue Brief: Pregnant and Parenting Unaccompa-
nied Youth, https://www.nn4youth.org/wp-
content/uploads/IssueBrief_Pregnancy_and_parenting.pdf [https://perma.cc/BBX9-
UWUC]. 
 29. NAT’L NETWORK FOR YOUTH, supra note 28. 
 30. See, e.g., PANAYIOTIS STAVRINIDES & MILITSA NIKIFOROU, PARENTING: 
CHALLENGES, PRACTICES AND CULTURAL INFLUENCES (2013) (providing overview of aca-
demic research on the challenges of parenting).  
 31. NAT’L NETWORK FOR YOUTH, supra note 28.   
5
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to experience removal of their children into the child protection system, 
and are more likely to be exposed to violence and abuse.
32
   
These risks have adverse impacts on the health, educational attain-
ment outcomes, and economic security trajectories for homeless teen par-
ents and their children.
33
 Infants born to teen parents are more likely to be 
born prematurely and have low birth weight, resulting in an increased like-
lihood that the child will experience a range of health issues, including vis-
ual and auditory disabilities, chronic respiratory issues, developmental dis-
abilities, mental illness, and death.
34
 Children born to teen parents are 
more likely to repeat a grade and less likely to complete high school.
35
 Ad-
ditionally, these children are more likely to live in poverty and be victims 
of abuse.
36
 The daughters of teen parents are 22% more likely to become 
teen parents themselves, and the sons of teen parents are 13% more likely 
to end up incarcerated.
37
 Comparatively, only 41% of teen mothers com-
plete high school,
38
 resulting in lower median incomes. Teen mothers are 
also more likely to be on public assistance.
39
  
The adverse outcomes these children experience are compounded 
when they are separated from their parents. The negative effects on a 
child’s welfare when removed from their parents’ home and placed in fos-
ter care are well known and generally accepted.
40
 Research shows that chil-
dren who are removed from their parents’ home or who experience 
homelessness face challenges to their well-being, safety, and develop-
ment.
41
 Additionally, they face adverse health and social-emotional out-
comes including hunger, cognitive delays, poor academic performance, 
 
 32. NAT’L NETWORK FOR YOUTH, supra note 28.  
 33. See SCHUYLER CTR. FOR ANALYSIS AND ADVOCACY, TEENAGE BIRTHS: 
OUTCOMES FOR YOUNG PARENTS AND THEIR CHILDREN 3 (2008), 
http://www.scaany.org/documents/teen_pregnancy_dec08.pdf [https://perma.cc/U57D-
WVGU].  
 34. Id. at 3. 
 35. Id.   
 36. Id. 
 37. Id. 
 38. Id. at 4. 
 39. Since the 1990s, the median income for college graduates has increased 13% 
while the median income for high school dropouts has decreased 30%. Id. at 4. 
 40. See, e.g., Emma S. Ketteringham, Sarah Cremer, & Caitlin Becker, Healthy 
Mothers, Healthy Babies: A Reproductive Justice Response to the “Womb-to-Foster-Care 
Pipeline”, 20 CUNY L. REV. 77, 98 (2016) (“Placement in foster care has been linked to an 
increase in behavioral psychological, developmental, and academic problems.”).  
 41. Mary Haskett, Jenna Armstrong & Jennifer Tisdale, Developmental Status and 
Social-Emotional Functioning of Young Children Experiencing Homelessness, 44 EARLY 
CHILDHOOD EDUC. J. 119, 119–125 (2015). 
6
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and abuse.
42
 Despite this, children of homeless teen parents are 60% more 
likely than other children to be removed from their parents and placed in-
to foster care.
43
 
III. THE CURRENT NEED AND RESPONSE SYSTEM 
Without a reasonable social-service safety net, homeless teen parents 
and their children face alarming outcomes and bleak futures. Unfortunate-
ly, the current support options available fall far short of what is necessary. 
According to the April 2017 Wilder Research Report, Homeless in 
Minnesota, Youth on Their Own, in 2015, “[a]bout one-third (35%) of 
homeless youth are parents, and about one quarter (26%) have at least one 
child with them. Most have only had one child (61%), and most of their 
children are age two or younger.”
44
 For females, the rate is even higher, at 
48%.
45
 Because there are approximately 250 homeless youth on any given 
night in Hennepin County,
46
 it is reasonable to estimate that about sixty-
five of these have a child with them.
47
  
The overall teen pregnancy rate for minors in Hennepin County is 
about 1%, and for young adults the rate is about 3.5%. Slightly more than 
half of those pregnancies result in birth.
48
 Compared with the general pop-
ulation of teenagers who took part in the Minnesota Student Survey, 
homeless minors were fourteen times more likely to be pregnant or to 
have impregnated someone.
49
  
 
 42. Id. 
 43. SCHUYLER CTR. FOR ANALYSIS AND ADVOCACY, supra note 33, at 16. 
 44. WILDER RESEARCH, supra note 3, at 24. 
 45. Id.  
 46. MICHELLE GERRARD, JUNE HEINEMAN, & MADELEINE HANSEN, WILDER 
RESEARCH, HENNEPIN COUNTY: CHARACTERISTICS AND TRENDS OF THOSE 
EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS IN MINNESOTA 1 (2016), 
http://mnhomeless.org/minnesota-homeless-study/reports-and-fact-sheets/2015/2015-
homeless-hennepin-county-fact-sheet-12-16.pdf [https://perma.cc/8SEH-JHLJ] (55 unac-
companied minors age 17 and under, and 200 young adults age 18–21). 
 47. Twenty-six percent  of 250 is sixty-five.  
 48. See generally HENNEPIN COUNTY PUBLIC HEALTH, PREGNANT AND PARENTING 
TEENS IN HENNEPIN COUNTY (2017), https://www.hennepin.us/stories/-
/media/hennepinus/your-government/research-data/public-health-data/2017-teen-parent-
report-card.pdf?la=en [https://perma.cc/785P-VFAF] (“In 2016, 419 babies (2.5% of all 
Hennepin County births) were born to mothers aged 15 to 19.”). 
 49. WILDER RESEARCH, supra note 3, at 4.   
7
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Furthermore, sexual abuse and homelessness are connected. Youth 
may have become homeless because of their pregnancy,
50
 but these preg-
nancies are more likely to be the result of sexual abuse or assault com-
pared to the general population.
51
 This can lead to a cycle of abuse for the 
children of homeless youth because homeless youth who become parents 
are at higher than average risk of becoming perpetrators of child mal-
treatment.
52
 The U.S. Centers for Disease Control has identified the fol-
lowing perpetrator risk factors:  
1. Parents’ lack of understanding of children’s needs, child 
development, and parenting skills; 
2.  Parental history of child abuse and or neglect; 
3. Substance abuse and/or mental health issues including de-
pression in the family; and 
4.  Parental characteristics such as young age, low education, 
single parenthood, large number of dependent children, 
and low income.
53
 
These risk factors are present at high rates for homeless youth in 
Minnesota, meaning children of these youth are at high-risk for exposure 
to adverse childhood experiences.
54
 “Over half (54%) of homeless youth 
report that they had been physically abused, sexually abused, or neglected 
at some point during their childhoods.”
55
 Forty-nine percent of youth with 
children report a significant mental health issue
56
 and forty-eight percent 
 
 50. For example, interviews with young women who experienced homelessness re-
vealed that pregnancy was “another source of conflict or cause for parental rejection in an 
already dysfunctional or abusive family.” See A. DWORSKY, M.H. MORTON & G.M. 
SAMUELS, MISSED OPPORTUNITIES: PREGNANT AND PARENTING YOUTH EXPERIENCING 
HOMELESSNESS IN AMERICA 14 (2018), http://voicesofyouthcount.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/05/VoYC-Pregnant-and-Parenting-Brief-Chapin-Hall-2018.pdf 
[https://perma.cc/4THZ-BEGB]. Similarly, 11.2% of participants of a Chicago–based sur-
vey stated “being pregnant” was what led to their current homelessness. REBEKAH LEVIN ET 
AL.,, CTR. FOR IMPACT RESEARCH, WHEREVER I CAN LAY MY HEAD: HOMELESS YOUTH 
ON HOMELESSNESS 12 (2005), https://www.issuelab.org/resources/338/338.pdf 
[https://perma.cc/C736-6HS3].  
 51. See NAT’L NETWORK FOR YOUTH, supra note 28, at 3 (“Researchers have found 
a correlation between sexual abuse and pregnancy. Pregnancies caused by sexual abuse are 
significantly higher in homeless populations than in the general population.”). 
 52. See Violence Prevention, CTRS. FOR DISEASE CONTROL & PREVENTION), 
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/childabuseandneglect/riskprotectivefactors.html 
(last reviewed Feb. 26, 2019) [https://perma.cc/67AB-2P7P]. 
 53. Id. 
 54. WILDER RESEARCH, supra note 3, at 3–4. 
 55. Id. at 3. 
 56. Id. at 26.  
8
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report having been in a social-service placement.
57
 Exposure to adverse 
childhood experiences, such as physical abuse, mental illness of a parent, 
and parental separation or divorce results in children of homeless youth 
being at significantly higher risk for poor health, educational, and socioec-
onomic outcomes that persist throughout their life span.
58
  
IV. ECONOMIC IMPLICATIONS OF TEENAGE PREGNANCY 
In addition to the moral and policy importance of providing interven-
tions for homeless teen parents, there are significant economic implica-
tions. For many, the answer to homelessness is quite simple: get a job.
59
 
While this may seem logical, this directive ignores the extraordinary odds 
and challenges facing homeless teen parents. Since most teen parents have 
not completed high school or are likely to drop out after becoming a teen 
parent, their earning capacity is often limited to minimum wage.
60
 Working 
full-time at minimum wage results in a gross monthly income of 
$1709.07.
61
 However, working full-time requires full-time childcare, which 
can cost up to $1360 per month.
62
 Additionally, housing is necessary and 
expensive, with a one-bedroom apartment costing nearly $1300 per month 
on average.
63
 With these expenses and a full-time job at minimum wage, a 
 
 57. Id.  
 58. See generally MINN. DEP’T OF HEALTH, ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES IN 
MINNESOTA: FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS BASED ON THE 2011 MINNESOTA 
BEHAVIORAL RISK FACTOR SURVEILLANCE SYSTEM (2013), 
https://www.health.state.mn.us/docs/communities/ace/acereport.pdf (explaining that ad-
verse childhood experiences have a lifelong impact on the health and well-being of adults) 
[https://perma.cc/ZX34-VJTR]. 
 59. See, e.g., Lore Baker, Get a Job, Buster!, FUNDERS TOGETHER, 
http://www.funderstogether.org/get_a_job_buster [https://perma.cc/5KWD-K9YN]. 
 60. According to the National Conference of State Legislature, only 40% of teen 
mothers finish high school, and fewer than 2% finish college by age 30. Postcard: Teen 
Pregnancy Affects Graduation Rates, NAT’L CONFERENCE OF STATE LEGISLATURES (June 
17, 2013), http://www.ncsl.org/research/health/teen-pregnancy-affects-graduation-rates-
postcard.aspx#1 [https://perma.cc/B8V4-479C]. 
 61. See Minimum Wage in Minnesota, DEP’T. OF LABOR AND INDUS., 
https://www.dli.mn.gov/business/employment-practices/minimum-wage-minnesota 
[https://perma.cc/XV33-JQLF] (Minnesota minimum wage is $9.86, which amounts to an 
annual income of $20,508.80 and a monthly income of $1,709.07). Id.  
 62. Cost of Care, CHILDCARE AWARE OF MINN., 
https://www.childcareawaremn.org/community/cost-of-care/ [https://perma.cc/TBU8-
RRBQ]. 
 63. As of June 2018, the average cost of a one-bedroom apartment was $1,271. 
Balazs Szekely, National Apartment Rents Hit New Milestone, Demand for Small Apart-
ments Catches Up with Family-Sized Rentals, RENTCAFÉ BLOG (July 4, 2018), 
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single parent is nearly $1000 short every month, and that does not include 
costs associated with utilities, transportation, food, clothing, or healthcare.   
Due to the challenges of living in poverty, homeless teen parents 
quickly run out of options, as they most likely cannot turn to family for 
support. In Minnesota, some of the top causes of homelessness for youth 
were related to problems with their family or caretakers:
64
 when asked to 
list the factors that were part of the cause or the main cause of their home-
lessness, 57% of homeless youth listed fighting frequently with parents or 
guardians; 47% listed being told to leave or being locked out of their par-
ents’ home; 42% listed their unwillingness to live by their parents’ rules; 
31% listed neglect or parents not attending to their basic needs; and 31% 
said parents’ use of drugs or alcohol.
65
  
From a fiscal perspective, the way Minnesota currently serves home-
less youth is expensive. The average cost of serving one homeless youth in 
a nonprofit, youth-serving agency is $18,608 annually.
66
 That number is 
dramatically less than the cost of serving the child in Minnesota’s public 
child welfare system, which can be up to $138,770 per child annually.
67
 
Adding to those expenses, homeless teen parents are also more likely to 
experience preterm births that can cost roughly ten times more than a 
term birth.
68
 These expenses are often shifted onto the state because of 
homeless teens’ need for medical assistance.
69
   
Investing in support for homeless teen parents would save money. 
Nationally, teen parenting costs taxpayers over $7 billion each year in di-
rect costs for “health care, foster care, criminal justice, public assistance 
 
https://www.rentcafe.com/blog/rental-market/apartment-rent-report/rentcafe-apartment-
market-report-june-2018 [https://perma.cc/8PQF-WC68]. 
 64. See WILDER RESEARCH, supra note 3, at 13. 
 65. Id.  
 66. STEVEN S. FOLDES & ANDREA LUBOV, , THE ECONOMIC BURDEN OF YOUTH 
EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS AND THE FINANCIAL CASE FOR INVESTING IN 
INTERVENTIONS TO CHANGE PEOPLES’ LIVES: AN ESTIMATE OF THE SHORT- AND LONG-
TERM COSTS TO TAXPAYERS AND SOCIETY IN HENNEPIN COUNTY, MINNESOTA 5 (2015), 
http://www.youthlinkmn.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/the-economic-burden-of-
homeless-youth-in-hennepin-county.pdf [https://perma.cc/F97L-JV88].  
 67. MINN. DEP’T OF MGMT. & BUDGET, CHILD WELFARE INVENTORY AND 
BENEFIT-COST ANALYSIS (2018), https://mn.gov/mmb-stat/results-first/child-welfare-
report.pdf [https://perma.cc/NFJ6-DUAM]. 
 68. Cost of Preterm Birth: United States, 2005, MARCH OF DIMES, 
https://www.marchofdimes.org/Peristats/ViewSubtopic.aspx?reg=99&top=3&stop=362&lev
=1&slev=1&obj=1 [https://perma.cc/SL7U-5BQT]. 
 69. Medical Assistance, MINN. DEP’T OF HUMAN SERV., https://mn.gov/dhs/people-
we-serve/adults/health-care/health-care-programs/programs-and-services/medical-
assistance.jsp (last updated Apr. 5, 2016) [https://perma.cc/MKQ7-PJDF].  
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and lost tax revenue.”
70
 In Minnesota, the Wilder Research Center esti-
mates that 35% of homeless youth are homeless teen parents.
71
 These 
youth are 60% more likely to have their children removed from their care 
and placed into foster care.
72
 Too often, children born to teen parents end 
up in out-of-home placement in the child welfare system. The average cost 
for an out-of-home child-welfare placement is $25,000 per year per child.
73
 
Using this average cost, if even 25% of Minnesota’s children born to teen 
parents ended up in the child welfare system, this would cost taxpayers 
about $12,375,000 annually. By comparison, the average cost to provide 
comprehensive services to a homeless youth—with or without children—is 
about $12,824.
74
   
V. HOW MINNESOTA CAN ADDRESS THIS EPIDEMIC 
Responding to the growing epidemic of homeless teen parents re-
quires a multi-pronged and sustained response. Specifically, Minnesota 
needs to establish new and increased transitional housing and affordable 
housing, and also make a range of legal and policy reforms.  
A. Provide More Transitional Housing for Homeless Teen Parents 
Homeless teen parents need site-based housing on an emergency and 
transitional basis that is designed specifically for homeless teen parents. In 
Minnesota, there is currently only one program that provides these ser-
vices—LifeHaven in Saint Paul, operated by Lutheran Social Services of 
Minnesota.
75
 For six young homeless families, LifeHaven provides a safe, 
welcoming environment where young mothers, ages sixteen to seventeen 
 
 70. SCHUYLER CTR. FOR ANALYSIS AND ADVOCACY, supra note 33, at 4. 
 71. WILDER RESEARCH, supra note 3, at 53. 
 72. NAT’L NETWORK FOR YOUTH, supra note 28. 
 73. This cost only includes foster care maintenance and administrative overhead but 
does not include clothing, health care, or other costs. Frank Alvarez, Foster Care Costs: 
What Happens When Children Aren’t Adopted? Foster Care Newsletter (Sept. 1, 2017), 
http://foster-care-newsletter.com/foster-care-costs-children-not-adopted/#.XMOy_pNKj-Y 
 74. This cost includes basic needs, housing and transformative services including job 
training, placement and educational assistance. See Steven Foldes & Andrea Lubov, The 
Economic Burden of Youth Experiencing Homelessness and the Financial Case for Invest-
ing in Interventions to Change Peoples’ Lives: An Estimate of the Short- and Long-Term 
Costs to Taxpayers and Society in Hennepin County, Minnesota (2015).  
 75. Life Haven offers transitional housing and support services for up to six homeless 
teen parents and their children at any given time. See LifeHaven Transitional Living Ser-
vices for Teen Moms, LUTHERAN SOC. SERV.  MINN., 
https://www.lssmn.org/services/youth-homelessness/twin-cities-metro/lifehaven-transitional-
living [https://perma.cc/2D9Q-FGPF]. 
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years, can live in family-style homes with their children for up to eighteen 
months while receiving a range of support services, including case man-
agement, parenting, and child development education.
76
 Teen mothers liv-
ing at LifeHaven attend regular parenting and life-skills classes, meet one-
on-one with a case manager, and engage in fun and enriching activities.
77
  
The success of LifeHaven exemplifies the gaps in Minnesota’s ap-
proach to serving homeless teen mothers and their children. For example, 
LifeHaven is consistently full and requires a waiting list.
78
 In order to ad-
dress the problem, Minnesota needs to be able to serve more than six fam-
ilies. Moreover, LifeHaven only provides transitional support to families 
for up to eighteen months.
79
 After that, the youth must find long-term 
housing. Yet, there are no long-term housing options that are specifically 
listed for homeless teen parents.
80
 Thus, even for the youth whom 
LifeHaven is able to serve, limited options for affordable housing are 
available to them when they leave.  
B. Improve Access to Affordable Housing 
In addition to the development of emergency and transitional hous-
ing for homeless teen parents, it is critical to provide access for homeless 
teens to quality, affordable housing. In Minneapolis, Minnesota’s largest 
city, there are approximately 85,000 renter households, and approximately 
40,000 of these are headed by a person of color.
81
 A “cost-burdened 
household” is a household that spends 30% or more of their household 
income on housing.
82
 “Severely cost-burdened households” are those that 
spend 50% or more of their income on housing.
83
 Renters represent about 
three out of four—about 63,750 out of 80,000 renter households—of cost-
burdened and severely cost-burdened households.
84
 However, the number 
 
 76. Id.  
 77. Id. 
 78. See generally id. (“The home houses six young families, who can receive support 
for up to 18 months, and offers on-site staff support 24 hours a day.”). The ability to house 
only six young families at a time results in many families waiting for support. 
 79. Id. 
 80. See generally Shelter, YOUTH SERVS. NETWORK, https://ysnmn.org/#/shelter 
[https://perma.cc/3HQ3-QF3H] (listing available beds at shelters with several specifically 
for youth, but none for teen parents).  
 81. CITY OF MINNEAPOLIS, CITY COUNCIL STUDY SESSION: HOUSING STABILITY 10 
(2017), http://www.minneapolismn.gov/www/groups/public/documents/agenda/wcmsp-
202906.pdf [https://perma.cc/CA3G-A7M2]. 
 82. Id. at 16. 
 83. Id.  
 84. Id.   
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of affordable housing units in Minneapolis has been significantly decreas-
ing, with around 8,000 fewer affordable rental units at 50% of the area 
median income from 2009 to 2013 compared to 2000.
85
 Meaning, the cur-
rent affordable rental housing stock is unable to respond to the need. 
Emergency and transitional housing services can play a key role in stabiliz-
ing homeless young families, but without quality affordable housing for 
them to move into after being served in these programs, the ability of 
homeless teen parents to remain on a positive trajectory for themselves 
and their children is extremely compromised. 
C. Provide Long-term Services 
In addition to housing, homeless teen parents need access to a range 
of services intended to help them move towards self-sufficiency and long-
term stability for themselves and their children. These services include 
• Access to quality early childhood education and childcare; 
• Job training and placement; 
• Assistance completing at least a high school degree; 
• Secondary pregnancy prevention; and  
• Family counseling to achieve reunification with their par-
ent(s)/guardian(s) or another family member whenever safe 
and possible.
86
  
Services like these play a critical role in ensuring that as a community, 
short-term solutions provide opportunity for long-term self-sufficiency and 
independence for homeless teen parents.  
The availability of housing and support services for homeless teen 
mothers are extremely limited, and for homeless teen fathers, there are 
even fewer options.
87
 Currently, there are no housing programs for home-
less teen fathers and limited support services.
88
 FamilyWise, a Minneap-
olis-based nonprofit organization offers a site- and community-based par-
 
 85. Id. at 13. 
 86. See generally WILDER RESEARCH, supra note 3, at 20–23 (describing the barriers 
that keep homeless youth from getting a job and helpful services).  
 87. See Homeless and Runaway Youth, NAT’L CONFERENCE OF STATE 
LEGISLATURES (Apr. 14, 2016), http://www.ncsl.org/research/human-services/homeless-
and-runaway-youth.aspx [https://perma.cc/BM45-4M2B] (stating shelter policies often 
don’t accommodate families, single fathers or children over a certain age). 
 88. Kate Wishons, Hennepin County Teen Parent Connection: A Housing Initiative 
to Address Homelessness (Executive Summary) (April 28, 2017), 
http://www.epi.umn.edu/mch/abstract/hennepin-county-teen-parent-connection-a-housing-
initiative-to-address-homelessness-executive-summary/ [https://perma.cc/Y9PH-2PPP] 
(“There are very limited shelter and supportive housing options for teen mothers under the 
age of 18 and no options for teen fathers under the age of 18 in Hennepin County.”)  
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enting education program for teen parents and welcomes teen fathers to 
participate; however, this program is unusual, as most support programs, 
public and private, are geared towards mothers, not fathers.
89
  
The Bridge for Youth is in the process of opening Marlene’s Place, 
the first site-based program specifically for homeless teen parents in 
Hennepin County.
90
 Marlene’s Place will have five units and will serve 
homeless teen mothers and homeless teen fathers, but the five families 
that this new program will be able to serve will quickly fill up.
91
 
D. Legal and Policy Changes 
In addition to housing and services, a range of legal and policy 
changes are necessary to make sure young, homeless families are being 
treated fairly and appropriately. Specifically, the courts should consider 
preservation of family unit of the teen and their children as a “best interest 
factor” and teen parents should have standing to sue in order to prove pa-
ternity and gain child support independent of the teen parent’s parents.  
1. Preserving the Best Interest Factor  
In child-welfare proceedings, the best interest of the child is consid-
ered in a range of decisions, including removal from home placements 
and attempts to achieve family reunification after a child has been re-
moved from their parent(s).
92
 Too often, child welfare prioritizes basic liv-
ing needs (food, clothing, and shelter) over anything else, and because 
homeless teen parents are homeless themselves, they are often viewed by 
child protection as not satisfying best interest factors for their children.
93
 
This approach fails to recognize the long-term serious, negative impact to 
psychosocial and emotional development of children that results from re-
moval. Children’s emotional health, well-being, and development is criti-
 
 89. About Us, FAMILYWISE, http://familywiseservices.org/about-us/ 
[https://perma.cc/ALF3-WVF7].  
 90. The Bridge for Youth will be opening “Marlene’s Place” in April of 2019. 
 91. Christina Woodlee, Associate Director of the Bridge for Youth, reports that they 
have already received several dozen referrals for “Marlene’s Place” months before the pro-
gram is scheduled to open. 
 92. See generally Michael P. Boulette, A Practioner’s Guide to Minnesota’s New 
Best Interest Factors, 9 WM. MITCHELL J. L. & PRAC. 1 (2016).  
 93. In 2016, Minnesota rewrote its best interest factors to shift the focus of the best 
interest factors away from maintaining the relationship between the primary care provider 
toward finding a custody agreement that fits the needs of the children. See id. at 10–21. 
14
Mitchell Hamline Law Review, Vol. 45, Iss. 4 [2019], Art. 3
https://open.mitchellhamline.edu/mhlr/vol45/iss4/3
Michelle Basham: Invisible Among Us 
1100 MITCHELL HAMLINE LAW REVIEW [Vol. 45:4 
cally impacted by their relationship with and attachment to their parents,
94
 
and these should be taken into account as best interest factors. Rather than 
removing children from homeless teen parents, child-protection systems 
should ensure that the basic living needs of both the teen and their child 
are being met, together. 
2. Standing to Bring a Cause of Action  
Due to their age, minor parents cannot bring a cause of action to 
prove paternity or pursue child support without their parents.
95
 Minor par-
ents should be allowed standing to bring causes of action to prove paterni-
ty or pursue child support—independent of their parents—so that they can 
receive support to care for their children. Additionally, before minor par-
ents relinquish rights of their children through adoption, courts should re-
quire these parents be provided with the benefit of independent counsel; 
someone that is not representing the government or potential adopters, 
but the teen parents alone.  
VI. CONCLUSION 
There are a growing number of homeless teen parents and an alarm-
ing lack of services to respond to this growing need. Homeless teen par-
ents are highly vulnerable to abuse, exploitation, additional pregnancies, 
dropping out of high school, and a lifetime of poverty and public welfare 
dependence. The odds against teen parents and their stories can be over-
whelming, but with public and private investment, our collective ability to 
change the future for these youth and their children from negative to 
hopeful is entirely within our grasp.  
 
 94. See Theo Liebmann, What’s Missing from Foster Care Reform? The Need for 
Comprehensive, Realistic, and Compassionate Removal Standards, 28 HAMLINE J. PUB. L. 
& POL’Y 141, 161–62 (2006). 
 95. Only the parent of the mother can bring a suit for parentage when the mother is a 
minor. See MINN. STAT. § 257.57 (2018); see also Patzner v. Schaefer, 551 N.W.2d 736, 
737 (Minn. Ct. App. 1996) (“[B]ecause Minn. Stat. § 257.57, subd. 3, also allows 
a parent of the mother to bring a paternity action if the mother is a minor, it is logical to 
conclude that the statute contemplates that the mother would have standing to sue only 
while her child is a minor.”).  
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